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TAKING IT TO THE STREETS 


‘Homeless activists hold ae 


down protests and march 
on City Hall to oppose 


Berkeley’s sitting ban. 


by Michael Diehl 
nce again there is a push by 


Berkeley merchants associations 
and big property owners to crimi- 


nalize the act of sitting on downtown 


sidewalks during business hours. The 
merchants are lobbying heavily to pres- 
sure the Berkeley City Council into ban- 
ishing street youth from shopping districts 
on Telegraph and Shattuck avenues. 

On April 26, a group of about 50 of 
those mostly homeless people who sit on 
the sidewalks joined with advocates in a 
protest against the proposed law. The group 
gathered on Telegraph Avenue in front of 
the now-closed Cody’s bookstore starting 
at 3:p.m. and made signs declaring that they 
were human beings worthy of respect, not 
criminals to be persecuted.. 

From there, our numbers swelled as we 
marched up the sidewalk and on 
Telegraph Avenue itself, down Bancroft 
and on to Shattuck Avenue, where the 
northbound lanes were taken by the pro- 
testers, while others took the sidewalk. At 
that point, about 100 folks held a sit down 
in front of the Berkeley BART in defiance 
of the proposed sitting ban. 

During the sit-down protest from 5: 30 
to 6:00 p.m., we received word that the 
Berkeley City Council chambers were 


“I have the right to exist in public space.” 


already opened and another protest rally 
in support of the libraries was being held 
on the City Hall steps. We decided it 
would best to have people head to the 
City Council immediately at 6 p.m. so our 
people could get into the chambers and 
sit, rather than being Kept out. 

When it came time for the public com- 
ment for the sitting ban — an item not yet 
on the council agenda — only six people 
were allowed to speak against the pro- 
posed anti-homeless law. Most of the 
speakers were UC students from the 


Suitcase Clinic who run weekly clinics for 


Street youth created signs to protest attempts to banish them. 


the homeless youth and older homeless 
people. They spoke very effectively 
against the proposed sitting ban. 

When one of the Suitcase Clinic speak- 
ers asked all those who opposed the anti- 
sitting law to stand up, virtually everyone in 
the council chambers stood up, making a 
very strong statement to the City Council. It 
had been my hope that the homeless people 
and street youth who actually sit on the 
sidewalks would have a chance to speak, 
but sadly they were denied. 

Berkeley Mayor Tom Bates noted that 
because the issue was not yet on the City 
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Council agenda, that was all the comment 
allowed at this point, but he told people to 


come at the end of the council meeting at 
9 p.m. to speak out more on this issue. 
Several of the homeless youth did come 
back later to speak, and encountered prob- 
lems getting back in due to a police line in 
front of the chambers, in spite of there 
being an obvious number of empty seats 
we could clearly see on the TV cable 
monitor downstairs. 

Ironically enough, the City Council 
was grappling with budget issues involv- 


See Taking It to the Streets page 8 


Anatomy of a Takeover at a Health Care Corporation 


by Carol Harvey. 


n Monday, April 11, in San 

Francisco, I felt it was not a 

romantic notion that my videogra- 
pher Scott and I were embedded among 
partisan forces deep in enemy territory. 
We were all joined together in a viciously 
difficult corporate class war. 

We met our band of resisters, from 
teens to elders, at the Panhandle tennis 
courts where San Francisco police squad 
cars lurked in the parking lot. Matt Crain, 
spokesperson for the protest, clarified for 
me the purpose of this day’s action. 

“We are gathering here for a brief rally,” 
Crain said, “before we march through the 
Haight into the Western Addition to draw 
awareness to an apartment complex where 
the owner chooses to keep the place vacant 
and waste a. resource as valuable as hous- 
ing. Most folks don’t know that there are 
30,000 vacant homes here in San 
Francisco” — while 6,000 to 9,000 people 
suffer homelessness. 

Partisan is an apt name for a group 
resisting a dysfunctional system. The 
word suggests clever action and stealth in 
high danger. One partisan organizer talked 
about a more equal sharing of the world’s 


finite resources. The idea that any one 
person deserves to hoard and consume 
more resources than all others is absurd, 
he said. 

When residential housing sits vacant 
solely to benefit a few, people recognize 
that is unacceptable. At some point of 


Homes Not Jails occupied this vacant building in San Francisco owned 
by Kaiser Permanente, demanding it be used to house the homeless. 
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maximum frustration, he said, people will 
resist, rise up, recapture resources, and 
return them to the community. 

His certainty that resistance will suc- 
ceed seems borne out by the peoples’ rev- 


olutions in the Middle East, now cascad- 
ing across the globe to Wisconsin, 


When our health is based 
on having a home, it’s a sav- 
agely hypocritical act for a 
health care corporation to 
leave a building empty. 


Michigan, Ohio and Washington. 

_Even the schoolgirls, Sarah, age 16, 
and Zoe, 18, who I met in Golden Gate 
Park, said that the 400 families hoarding 
the nation’s wealth can’t shore up the cur- 
rent system. However, the slaughter of 
Yemenis and Syrians, so desperate that 
they die protesting despots and demand- 
ing democracy, attests to the powerful 
counter-resistance faced by partisans. 

Paul Boden, the director of Western 
Regional Advocacy Project, a supporter 
of the Homes Not Jails protest, decried a 
new Republican budget in which “38 bil- 
lion dollars in cuts is 80 percent against 
programs that serve poor people.” 

This most recent budget-slashing bill, 
HR. 1473, drastically slashed the nation’s 
domestic budget, and yet handed out tax 
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The Rich Have Robbed and Ruined Our Nation 


Editor’s note: This impassioned cry 
for justice was made by Servant Brian K. 
Woodson at a tax day rally at the Federal 
Building in Oakland organized by the 
American Friends Service Committee as 
part of the April 12 Global Day of Action 


on Military Spending. Woodson is pastor 


‘| of the Bay Area Christian Connection, an 


Oakland church with a women’s treat- 
ment program and a food program that 
this year has distributed over 453,000 
pounds of food to inner-city residents. 


by Rev. Brian K. Woodson, Sr. 


n behalf of the InterFaith 

Coalition for Worker Justice 

and the East Bay Alliance for a 

Sustainable Economy, I am 
happy to stand with the American Friends 
Committee and all those around our nation 
and the world who on this day stand 
between heaven and earth. lifting voices of 
hope while surrounded by despair. 

I stand here today on the shoulders of 
thousands who have gone before me and 
given their lives fighting for peace, justice 
and a world not ruled by the avarice of the 
already rich. I stand here today at the feet 
of millions who will follow me lifting 
their voices and putting shoulder to plow 
until shalom is the foundation of our com- 
munity. I stand here today with a simple 
plea, and an unrelenting cry that we who 
work for a living demand to be able to 
live from our work. 

There is a solution: tax the rich. 

On Friday, April 8, President Obama 
announced that a deal had been reached 
and catastrophe avoided, his somber 
countenance extolling the virtue of com- 
promise and sacrifice. Our president may 
be proud of his political powers. He may 
accept compromise as the rule of his polit- 
ical reality. But his pragmatism is our 
impoverishment. His patience with those 
who would have us dead and buried is a 
problem we cannot negotiate away. 

It is not compromise to negotiate with 
the extreme right — it is capitulation. It is 
not compromise to cut another $38 billion 
from the budget on the backs of those in our 
nation most in need — it is a catastrophe. It 
is an embarrassment. To add another $10 
billion to an already bulging military bud- 
get while cutting services to the working 
poor is a dark and demented deed. America 
is better than this. 

Yes, we do have problems, real prob- 
lems, and one of our problems is that 


“Children Are Starving.” 
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We don’t need any more bombs. We need books. We don’t 
need any more bullets. We need butter and bread. We __ 
don’t need any more wars. We need homes and good jobs. 


every time a Democrat is elected, the cry 
is “deficit.” The cry is, “We must cut 
spending!” And every time a Republican 
comes to the Oval Office, we find more 
and more money to fight wars and give 
tax breaks to the uber-rich. We find 
money for war even if we have to start 
them on a false premise. 

But we do have real problems in 
America. We have roads in need of repair. 
We have bridges that are breaking apart. 
We have water systems and electrical sys- 


tems that are old and decaying. We have 
schools and libraries in need of books and 
better resources. Yes, we have problems. 
We have homeless, hardworking men, 
women and families and a glut of fore- 
closed and empty houses. 

And we have money problems. But the 
chief money problem we have is that filthy, 
greedy, rich corporations don’t pay any 


. taxes at all and have moved our jobs over- 


seas. Yes, we have money problems and 
the chief problem is that the filthy, greedy 


The Wall Street thugs and 
pinstripe gangsters have 
stolen our homes with credit 


default swaps. Put some bil- 
lionaires behind bars and 
they’ll stop stealing so much. 


rich and their corporate fictions pay their 
CEOs multimillion-dollar bonuses while 


_ their workers are on welfare. 


Yes, we have problems and the biggest 
problem in America today is: that the rich 
have ruined and rusted our great nation 
and blamed the working class and poor 
people for it. But we who work for a liv- 
ing demand to be able to live from our 
work. The answer is a progressive tax! 

The Wall Street thugs and pinstripe 
gangsters have stolen our homes with credit 
default swaps. They have pilfered our pen- 
sions with their over-leveraged, undercapi- 
talized positions. And for all their larceny, 
they get bailed out and we get bailed on. 
The money we need is sitting useless in 
their bank accounts. Tax the rich! 

The American military budget and 
defense spending is over $800 billion that 
we can count. The Pentagon budget is 


largely unknown and unquestionably out 


of control. If we need money, cut the 
defense budget. America is like a home 
whose parents are spending so much 
money on burglar alarms and security sys- 
tems there is no money to feed the chil- 
dren. We are wasting billions and billions 
of dollars bombing Iraq, Afghanistan, 
Libya and who knows where else, and our 
children and grandchildren and great- 
grandchildren will suffer for it. 

We don’t need any more bombs. We 
need books. We don’t need any more bul- 
lets. We need butter and bread. We don’t 
need any more foreign horrors to fear. We 
need homes and good jobs. We need the 
decency of living wages and hope in 
return for our hard labor. For the past 30 
years, the top | percent have engorged 
themselves in obscene wealth and it is 
time for them to pay their fair share. 

We who work for a living demand to 
be able to live from our work. Put some 
billionaires behind bars and they’ll stop 
stealing so much. And put American 
workers back to work. 

From Tahrir Square to right here! The 
workers of the world must unite, ‘less all 
of us be defeated! 


Disaster Capitalism: A Perfect Alibi for the Far Right 


Economist Dean Baker 
summed up the Ryan plan 
eloquently as “government 
by people who hate you.” 


by Rick Wilson, American Friends 
Service Committee 


n 2007, writer Naomi Klein stirred 

up controversy with her book The 

Shock Doctrine: The Rise of Disaster 

Capitalism. In it, she argued that 
economic elites and their political allies 
often take advantage of natural or social 
disasters to push through a radical agenda 
while ordinary people are still reeling 
from the events. 

Klein defined disaster capitalism as 
“orchestrated raids on the public sphere in 
the wake of catastrophic events, combined 
with the treatment of disasters as exciting 
market opportunities...” The agenda 
pushed through at such moments includes 
three “trademark demands”: privatization, 


government deregulation, and deep cuts to 
social spending. 

Sound familiar? 

While Klein’s ideas seemed a bit para- 
noid to some critics, she had seme points. 
The late “free market” economist Milton 
Friedman pretty much laid out the program 
when he stated that “only a crisis — actual 
or perceived — produces real change. 
When that crisis occurs, the actions that are 
taken depend on the ideas that are lying 
around. That, I believe, is our basic func- 
tion: To develop alternatives to existing 
policies, to keep them alive and available 


until the politically impossible becomes | 


politically inevitable.” 

Friedman practiced what he preached. 
When Chilean general Augusto Pinochet, 
with. covert support from the Nixon 
administration, overthrew the democrati- 
cally elected president of that country in 
1973, imposed a military dictatorship, and 
set about crushing labor unions and other 
political opponents, Friedman and other 
“Chicago Boys” took advantage of the 
crisis and offered their services in helping 


the dictatorship to privatize that country’s 
social security system, cut social spend- 
ing, and reduce regulations and taxes for 
businesses. Thousands of Chileans, 
including women and children, were mur- 
dered, tortured, raped and/or sexually 
abused in pursuit of this market utopia. 

There are plenty of other examples of 
disaster capitalism. The Bush administra- 
tion in the wake of the shock of 9/11 
pushed through tax cuts and other business- 
friendly policies that had nothing to do with 
protecting the country from terrorist attacks. 
A number of corporations, with the aid of 
friendly governments, found ways of cash- 
ing in on calamities as diverse as the inva- 
sion of Iraq, the 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami 
and Hurricane Katrina. 

Wisconsin Gov. Scott Walker, elected 
with help.of the billionaire Koch brothers, 
played that game recently when he used 
state budget troubles as an excuse to 
attack collective bargaining rights for 
public employees. The budget was just a 
smokescreen — even when public work- 
ers agreed to wage and benefit cuts, he 


insisted on going farther by attacking 
rights on the job — while cutting corpo- 
rate taxes even lower. — 

We are witnessing a little disaster capi- 
talism now as extremists in Congress led 
by House Budget Committee Chairman 
Paul Ryan used deficit fears to push a rad- 
ical agenda through the House that 
includes gutting Medicaid and CHIP; dis- 
mantling Medicare by replacing it with a 
voucher system to pay for private insur- 
ance; repealing health care reform; slash- 
ing domestic discretionary spending; and 
further extending tax cuts to corporations 
and the wealthiest. 

Economist Dean Baker summed up the 
Ryan plan eloquently as “government by 
people who hate you.” 

Robert Greenstein of the Center on 
Budget and Policy Priorities notes that 
Ryan’s plan “would get about two-thirds 
of its more than $4 trillion in budget cuts 
over 10 years from programs that help 
people of limited means ...” The proposed 
cuts to Medicaid alone would harm states, 
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behest, order a law-and-order crackdown 


Berkelet Merchants Plot a Police Clampdown on Youth 


It is a sad spectacle to see the 
once-liberal mayor and City 
Council promoting the right- 
wing proposals of powerful 
business interests and order- 
ing a law-and-order crack- 
down straight out of Nixon. 


Editorial by Terry Messman 


n this brave new world of unregulat- 

ed capitalism, nearly everything can 

be bought and sold, or rigged and 

controlled. Everything is up for sale 
— the city sidewalks, the public com- 
mons, the political process, the candidates 
running for elections, even the vanishing 
rights of the poor, 

In Berkeley, the sidewalks evidently 
no longer belong to the public, but to the 
businesses that line the shopping districts 
on Telegraph and Shattuck avenues. 
Many business owners assume they have 
a proprietary right to dictate new repres- 
sive laws to city politicians in Berkeley, 
in an effort to eliminate undesirable citi- 
zens from public view. 

The latest effort by merchants to banish 
the poor from their doors was uncovered 
on Feb. 8, 2011, when Sally Hindman, a 
longtime homeless activist and the director 
of Youth Spirit Artworks, unknowingly 
walked into a roundtable lunch of the 
Berkeley Business Improvement Districts. 
Hindman was startled to hear the business 
associations plotting to pass what she 
called a “most disheartening” effort to pass 
new laws to “nail homeless people for sit- 
ting on the sidewalks.” 

The business leaders were in a tri- 
umphal mood, declaring publicly that 
Berkeley Mayor Tom Bates had promised 
them that he would push through an ordi- 
nance modeled on a San Francisco law 
passed by voters last November that crim- 
inalized homeless people for sitting or 
lying on public sidewalks. 

Berkeley’s proposed clampdown was 
championed by the Downtown Berkeley 
Association and the Telegraph Avenue 
Merchants’ Association. The business asso- 
ciations followed up their luncheon with a 
Chamber of Commerce forum on April 4, 
where they discussed the prospects for 
passing a law to banish homeless youth sit- 
ting in business districts. 

Only a few weeks ago, many business 
owners thought they had this repressive 
new law in the bag, expressing confidence 
that they had enough votes on the 
Berkeley City Council to pass their pro- 
posed sitting ban with little opposition. 

Yet when homeless activists learned of 
this plan, they began a very effective cam- 
paign that quickly mobilized broad opposi- 
tion. In only a few weeks, they had created 
a Keep Sitting Legal coalition, which now 
includes virtually every homeless service 
provider in Berkeley, along with homeless 
activist groups and legal agencies fighting 
to defend the rights of the poor. 

Nearly every homeless organization in 
Berkeley is now united in opposition to 


eT ee ee eo eee ee a 
| Wonate or Subscribe to Street Spirit! 

Friends Service Committee (AFSC). Homeless vendors receive 50 papers a day, earn 
! income and find a job providing a positive alternative to panhandling, and educate the community about social justice issues. Please 


| Street Spirit is published by the American 
I 


the sitting ban before it has even been 
introduced at the City Council. Already, 
some council members that the business 
associations had boasted were already in 
the bag are evidently having second 
thoughts about supporting the ban. 

When the groups protesting the ban 
packed the City Council on April 26 to 
show the strength of their opposition, even 


Mayor Bates began. to distance himself? 


slightly from the ordinance he had 
promised the businesses he would sponsor, 
by saying no law had yet been put forward. 


MERCHANTS’ FLAWED LOGIC 


Elisa Della-Piana, director of the 
Neighborhood Justice Clinic of the East 
Bay Community Law Center, pointed out 
the flawed logic of the merchants promot- 
ing the bill. “The purported goal of the new 
law would be to improve the economy, but 
the City’s own data shows that businesses 
are doing best in areas where sitting people 
are most prevalent: Telegraph and Shattuck 
Avenues.” Her analysis cited the Berkeley 
city manager’s own memo to the City 
Council stating that Telegraph Avenue and 
downtown merchants are doing better than 
Fourth Street, where there are practically 
no homeless people. 

Homeless people don’t have anywhere 
but public spaces to sit and rest. If the act 
of sitting down is criminalized, the obvi- 
ous intent of the law is to drive visibly 
poor citizens out of downtown areas. 

Punitive laws that banish certain 
groups of people from public spaces — 
whether based on appearance, economic 
class, or race — are, in fact, modern-day 
segregation decrees, plain and simple. 
Berkeley’s proposed sitting ban is based 
on the same kind of societal prejudice 
against “undesirables” that gave birth to 
the discriminatory Jim Crow laws in the 
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Police crackdowns on homeless people, as proposed by 
Berkeley merchants, are violations of constitutional rights. 
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worst moments of our nation’s history. 
‘I’M LEANING TO THE RIGHT’ 


We live in a cruel era when both 
Republicans and Democrats are destroy- 
ing the nation’s safety net, decimating 
anti-poverty measures that took genera- 
tions to build, beginning with FDR’s New 
Deal, enacted in the Great Depression. 


Many poor and working-class people 
are once again enduring Depression-level 


economic hardships, yet now the country 


is controlled, not by a Franklin Delano 


Roosevelt, but by the banks, corporations 
and Wall Street investment firms. Those 
powerful forces have bought and sold the 
electoral process, so that now business 
interests and the pursuit of profits are val- 
ued more highly than human rights. 

Business interests not only control the 
economy; they also control the political 
system, because most politicians are for 
sale. This ongoing triumph of profit over 
human rights is occurring on the national 
and international level. 

We see the microcosmic equivalence of 
this process played out on the smaller stage 
of Berkeley, where the rights of the poor 
are being sold out at firesale prices. When 
businesses call the tune, as they do in 
Berkeley, the Chamber of Commerce ends 
up exerting undue influence on even a sup- 
posedly liberal Democratic mayor. 

Jack Bruce of Cream wrote a prescient 
song, “Politician,” that lays this dynamic 
bare for all to see. As the song’s Politician 
declares: “I support the left, though I’m 
leaning, leaning to the right.” That quite 
aptly summarizes the trajectory of Mayor 
Bates’ descent. 

It is a sad spectacle to see the mayor of 
Berkeley, a longtime liberal, agreeing to 
support the right-wing pressures of pow- 
erful business interests and, at their 
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straight out of Nixon. 

When liberals run for election, they tell 
us they support the progressive and 
humane values of the left. Once in office, 
they learn the substantial advantages of 
switching sides to support the right. 

Bates demonstrated that he has long 
since learned this lesson when he spon- 
sored Public Commons for Everyone, an 
initiative that utilized Orwellian double- 
speak to cover-up its real aim of banning 
homeless people from existing in the pub- 
lic commons. ‘The measuré, passed by the 
City Council on Nov. 27, 2007, criminal- 
ized lying down or “lodging” by homeless 
people on every sidewalk of every com- 
mercial zone in Berkeley. 

There are exceptions to every rule, of 
course, and Berkeley City Council mem- 
ber Kriss Worthington continues to shine 
as an example of a public servant who 
will stand up against those who want to 
unleash the police on the most powerless 
and vulnerable citizens. 


NOT FOR SALE 


In the harsh new era of profit before 
people, only one thing isn’t for sale: the 
human conscience. We must keep alive 
the sense that it’s wrong to sell out our 
brothers and sisters on the streets for the 
interests of a few businesses. 

It is heartening that the Berkeley politi- 
cians who only a month ago appeared 
ready to enact a sitting ban at the bidding 
of their business associates, have now run 
headlong into the human conscience. 

The first protest against this proposal 
was organized by one of Berkeley’s major 
service providers, BOSS, on April 26. 
Homeless people, street youth and their 


supporters marched through downtown 
Berkeley, held sit-down protests on the 
sidewalks of Telegraph and Shattuck 


avenues, and then jammed the City 
Council to overflowing. [See Michael 
Diehl’s front-page article in this issue.] 

At an electrifying moment, a speaker 
from UC’s Suitcase Clinic asked everyone 
in the council chambers who opposed the 
sitting ban to stand up. Virtually everyone 
in the packed chambers stood up as one, 
in determined and united opposition. 

As we all stood in silent opposition, I 
was grateful to see that the business asso- 
ciations have not yet found an effective 
way to buy and sell the human con- 
science. 


Street Spirit 


Street Spirit is published by American 
Friends Service Committee. The ven- 
dor program is run by BOSS (Building 
Opportunities for Self-Sufficiency). 


Editor, Layout: Terry Messman 


Contributors: Judy Andreas, Claire J. 
Baker, Jack Bragen, Buford Buntin, 
Lynda Carson, Janny Castillo, Joan 
Clair, Carol Denney, Michael Diehl, 
Carol Harvey, Art Hazelwood, Judy 
Jones, Kaethe Kollwitz, Michael Leslie, 
Mary Meriam, Doug Minkler, Julia 
Vinograd, Rick Wilson, Brian K. 
Woodson, Sr., Richardo Yarbrough 


All works copyrighted by the authors. 
The views expressed in Street Spirit arti- 
cles are those of the individual authors 
alone, not necessarily those of the AFSC. 


Street Spirit welcomes submissions of 
articles, poems, photos and art, but can- 
not guarantee they will be published. 


Contact: Terry Messman 
Street Spirit, 65 Ninth Street, 
San Francisco, CA 94103 
Phone: (415) 565-0201, ext. 18 
‘E-mail: spirit @afsc.org 


STREET SPIRIT 


May 2011 


A CAPITAL 
OFFENSE 


A reminder of the intolera- 
ble reality that in a nation 
of incredible wealth, we 
allow people to die—aban- 
doned, suffering, alone. 
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cuy cAlluLcas 


still recall the day that I decided to 

watch the inauguration of George W. 

Bush. The luxury of time had permit- 

ted me to read a few e-mails before 
the “festivities” began. Among the letters 
was an article called “The Poorest of the 
Poor,” written by Judy Jones. The article 
described Ms. Jones’ experiences at 
Mother Teresa’s house for homeless men 
and women dying of AIDS, in 
Washington, D.C. 

Judy wrote: “A young woman in her 
early twenties was sitting on the side of 
her bed. She was dying of AIDS. ‘Would 
you please put some cream on my legs, 
they hurt so badly.’ Reaching for the 
cream on the dresser beside her bed, I 
gently rubbed some on her legs. ‘Oh thank 
you, God bless you,’ she said.” 

I finished the article and turned on the 
television in an attempt to focus on the 
other event in the nation’s capital — the 
swearing in of the recipient of Mr. 
Diebold’s gift. Words like “integrity,” 
“character” and “treatment of others” 
came out of the moving mouth on the 
screen. The lofty words rang hollow. The 
empty, scripted smirk was drawing 
applause from an adoring flock, while, 
inside my head, visions of deformed and 
mutilated babies on the battlegrounds of 
Iraq were now being joined by the sick 
and the dying at Mother Teresa’s home. 

Judy Jones had written: “As Sister took 
me downstairs to the basement where the 
women’s beds were, I heard screaming. 
Walking up to the woman, I said, ‘What’s 
wrong, may I help you?’ 

The woman appeared to be in her 
nineties, all shriveled and tiny. The Sister 
told Ms. Jones that they had found her 
lying and dying in the snow. It was not 
unusual for the home to receive phone 
calls about people who were left to die on 
the streets of Washington, D.C. 


Annual Dinner 


. with Michelle Alexander 
"y (author of The New Jim Crow: 


i 4 
¢ 


When: 


and silent art auction 


7, Mass Incarceration in the Age of Colorblindness) 
: d rand special guest King Downing of AFSC 


A silent art auction will feature the work of talented Street Spirit artists. 
Michelle Alexander will be available to sign The New Jim Crow after dinner. 
Thursday, May 26, 2011, 6:00 to 9:00 p.m. 


Where: First Unitarian Universalist Church 
1187 Franklin Street, San Francisco, CA 


Parking: Free but limited parking will be provided across the street 
at St. Mark’s. Street parking also available. 


Tickets: $75 per person or $750 for a table of 10 


Please contact Julia Parish at (415) 565-0201 ext. 16 or 
e-mail jparish@afsc.org for tickets or more information. 


Painting of Mother Teresa of Calcutta by San Francisco poet Judy Jones. 


Meanwhile, back at the Capitol, part 
one of the extravaganza was finishing. 
The inauguration was over, or more pre- 
cisely, it was en route to the inaugural 
lunch where scalloped crabs and lobster 
headed the menu. Somewhere between the 
17th use of the word “liberty” and the 
27th use of the word “freedom,” I had lost 
my appetite. 

The promises for the remaining reign 
had been made. They were penciled on 
the calendar of uncertainty — along with 
“liberty” and “freedom.” The speech had 
contained some obvious omissions. There 
was no mention of the war in Iraq. 
Perhaps the president did not want to sully 
the joyous occasion. 

What would be first on the Bush 
administration’s agenda? Would it be the 
plundering of the Social Security system, 
a successful program that is being targeted 
for privatization; a successful program 
that, regardless of the propaganda, is not 
in crisis. Plans to revamp the program 
could devastate the elderly who depend on 
the small stipend to survive. The revamp- 


American Friends Service Committee’s 


Your presence is requested for an evening of music, art and discourse benefiting 
AFSC’s Healing and Economic Justice programs in the Bay Area. Dinner will be 
provided by Feast of Fools catering, and entertainment by Band Without Borders. 


ing could birth a need for more facilities 
like Mother Teresa’s home. 

I reread the article by Judy Jones. Each 
paragraph was filled with the anguish of 
the dying destitute. Each paragraph was a 
display of loving kindness shown to peo- 
ple cast aside by an indifferent society. 
Each paragraph was a reminder of the 


intolerable reality that in a nation of 
incredible wealth, we allow people to die 
.. abandoned ... suffering ... alone. 


I contemplated the distance from the 
Capital of the United States to Mother 
Teresa’s Home — Eternity. 


Bits of Love 


by Joan Clair 


A man with soiled pants 
sits against a wall 

His head is down; 

He does not look around 
Beside him sits a cup. 
It's filling up with coins, 
at least one dollar bill — 
tiny, tiny bits of love. 


Swollen Aching Feet 
by Judy Jones 


last night i had a dream 
which today came true 


not one person died homeless 
on cold concrete streets 


everyone had a pillow 
on which to lay 
their precious heads 


there were angels dressed in white 
oh so tenderly washing 
their swollen aching feet 


and beings of supernatural nen 
were at their sides 

nourishing their bodies 

minds and spirit-souls 

for they had finally 

found a home 


suddenly my soul took flight 
straight into heaven’s doors 
it did soar 


and i could see clearly 
that the homeless person 
living and dying 
on earth’s coldest concrete streets 
was my father mother 
sister and brother 
and me 


PORN ay meee may weds tp my tae or yy Oak Sl tot 
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Path to Prosp 


Congressional Democrats 
joined Republican extremists 
in slashing the safety net for 
poor families, seniors, the 
disabled and homeless. 


by Lynda Carson 


n April 14, the draconian, bud- 
ay proposal known as 

HR. 1473. which was nromoted 

by Tea Party radicals and right- 
wing Republican extremists, was passed in 
the House and the Senate, and then signed 
into law by President Barack Obama. 
About $38 billion was cut from the nation’s 
domestic programs in a skirmish that nearly 
shut down the government. H.R. 1473 is 
reputed to be the most extreme budget-cut- 
ting legislation passed by Congress in 
American history. 

People are increasingly desperate in 
these harsh economic times when the rich 
are not paying their fair share of taxes. So 
desperate that, in January of 2011, it was 
estimated that about 100,000 needy, low- 
income families would apply for the covet- 
ed, Section 8 housing vouchers during the 
five-day application period when the 
Oakland Housing Authority (OHA) opened 
up its Section 8 waiting list. 

Section 8 voucher contracts allow low- 
income households to pay only 30 to 40 
percent of their income towards rent, and 
the government subsidizes the remainder in 
monthly rental payments to the landlord. 

Despite the need for thousands more 
Section 8 vouchers for the poor, OHA 
Executive Director Eric Johnson said in a 
S.F’. Chronicle article, “There are currently 
only 650 vouchers available, and about 50 
vouchers get freed up every month.” 

With the passage of H.R. 1473, the 
nation’s housing programs and many other 
programs for the poor and the working 
class were hit hard with major funding 
cuts. A number of Democrats sided with 
extremist Republicans in shredding the 
safety net by voting for H.R. 1473, includ- 
ing California senators Barbara Boxer and 
Dianne Feinstein. Also, a number of 
California’s members of the House of 
Representatives sold out and voted for 
H.R. 1473, including Jackie Speir, Anna 
Eschoo, Jim Costa, Michael Thompson, 
Brad Sherman, Howard Berman, Adam 


by Jack Bragen 


have a close relative who is losing 
all of his teeth because of the lack 
of available dentistry under Medi- 
Cal (with the exception of extrac- 
tions). The policy of not covering dental 
was first enacted under former Gov. 
Arnold Schwarzenegger and now is the 
responsibility of Gov. Jerry Brown. 

My relative is risking his health in 
order to retain one tooth — the last one 
he can use to chew food. A new lower 
class is being created before our eyes, 
one based on the ability to identify Medi- 
Cal recipients through their lack of teeth. 

The lack of dental care is a merciless 
and corrupt instance of cruelty enacted 
by lawmakers who have no concept of 
the hardships being created for poor and 
lower income people. Poor people, 
statewide, are losing teeth because of the 
senseless disregard of lawmakers. 

In the book 1984 by George Orwell, 


|Cruel Cuts to Medi-Cal Are 
Creating a New Underclass 


Schiff and Susan Davis. 

With the passage of H.R. 1473, among 
many other budget cutbacks, $504 million 
was cut from the Women, Infants and 
Children (WIC) program. The WIC pro- 
gram is a federally subsidized food pro- 
gram administered by the states, serving 
nutritionally at-risk, low-income, preg- 
nant, postpartum and breastfeeding 
women, including infants and children. 

The WIC program serves millions of 
infants born in the United States, and offers 
supplemental nutritious foods, nutrition 
education and counseling, in addition to 
screening and referrals to other health, wel- 
fare and social services. WIC operates 
through 1,900 local agencies in 10,000 clin- 
ic sites at county health departments, hospi- 
tals, mobile clinics, community centers, 
schools, public housing sites, migrant 
health centers and camps, and Indian 
Health Service facilities. In 2009, the WIC 
budget was $6.8 billion, and the 2010 bud- 
get was $7.25 billion. 

Also, $600 million was cut from com- 
munity health centers all across the 
nation. Soaring food prices across the 
nation make these severe budget cuts to 
programs serving women, infants and 
children even more devastating, at a time 
when families are least able to afford the 
barest of necessities, just to survive. 

HIV and disease-prevention funds 
were cut by $1 billion, and H.R. 1473 cut 


one scene stands out in which the villain- 
ous government agent reaches into the 
mouth of Winston Smith, the protagonist, 
and yanks out a tooth that was barely 
hanging on. This was after Smith had 
endured many months of being beaten, 
tortured, subjected to a pain-induction 
device, and brainwashed. 

At the end of the book, the govern- 
ment officials gave Winston Smith a set 
of false teeth for his temporary reappear- 
ance in society, before making him dis- 
appear for good. 

In the case of Medi-Cal benefits, false 
teeth aren’t covered. Being so poor that 
one’s poverty can be identified via the 
lack of teeth is one more way that people 
can be discriminated against. 

We elected Gov. Brown in good faith 
because he promised to be a better gover- 
nor than his opponent. Now it is incum- 
bent upon him to show mercy by restor- 
ing dental benefits under Medi-Cal. 


erity —or Highway to Homelessness 


$25.1 million out of the Veterans Affairs 
Supportive Housing Voucher Program, 
grabbing over half of the funding from the 
veteran’s cherished housing program. The 
veteran’s housing program presently has a 
total funding of only $49.9 million, and 
according to the National Coalition for the 
Homeless, 23 percent of the homeless 
population in America are veterans, and 
33 percent of the male homeless popula- 
tion are veterans. | 

H.R. 1473 also made damaging reduc- 
tions in nearly all the nation’s low-income 
housing programs. The legislative assault 
on housing included $125 million cut 
from the Section 8 housing program, $149 
million from the Public Housing 
Operation Fund, $456 million from the 
Public Housing Capital Fund, $426 mil- 
lion from the Section 202 housing pro- 
gram for the elderly, $115 million from 
the Section 811 housing program for the 
disabled, and $100 million from the Hope 
VI program. 

H.R. 1473 also cuts $390 million from 
the Low Income Housing and Energy 
Assistance Program (LIHEAP) for the 
poor, and $942 million from the 
Community Development Fund, plus $51 
million from Native American Housing 
Block Grants, $218.2 million from the 
Home Investment Partnerships program, 
and $654 million from the Community 
Development Block Grant program. 


Disaster Capitalism 


from page 2 


individuals and health care providers and 


could cost nearly two million private- 
sector jobs, according to Ethan Pollack 
of the Economic Policy Institute. 

Besides that, it doesn’t do much to cut 
the deficit because it’s so loaded with tax 
cuts. Christine Owens, executive director 
of the National Employment Law 
Project, stated that it “not only does noth- 
ing to raise revenues from those busi- 
nesses and individuals who have enjoyed 
historically low tax burdens for more 
than the last decade, but it also proposes 
to actually lower taxes for corporations 
and the wealthiest among us.” 

The Ryan plan does nothing to address 
the actual causes of growing deficits: the 
Great Recession; Bush era tax cuts to the 
wealthy; military adventures in Iraq and 
Afghanistan; the Pentagon budget; and the 
growing cost of health care, which will 
only increase when people lose guaranteed 
coverage and are thrown back to the tender 
mercies of the private insurance industry 
— or to no coverage at all. When you look 
at the details, it’s more about redistributing 


ae H 


In addition, billions of dollars from 
other programs assisting the poor, elderly 
and disabled were eliminated. 

After the passage of H.R. 1473, 
Republicans smell blood and are intent on 
even deeper cuts to domestic programs. On 
April 15, Republicans in the House of 
Representatives passed new legislation 
called the “Path to Prosperity,” in an effort 
to shrink the government so small that it 
could be drowned in a bathtub. 

The proposed Path-to Prosperity is 
actually a scheme to make the rich even 
richer. This supposed path to prosperity 
goes in some very strange directions. It 


- attacks Medicaid/Medicare and Social 


Security, and plans to cut $6.2 trillion 
from mostly domestic programs during 
the next decade, devastating the poor, 
elderly and disabled. It also offers an 
additional $800 billion in tax breaks, and 
would prevent the expiration of the $1.5 
trillion Bush-era tax breaks to the rich and 
super-rich. 

_ With so many Democrats siding with 
Republicans lately in the attacks on the 
poor, the poor and working class do not 
have proper representation any more. 

The Tea Party/GOP’s so-called Path to 
Prosperity is a master plan to enrich the 
already wealthy, while creating a Path to 
Homelessness for everyone else. 

Lynda Carson may be reached at ten- 
antsrule@ yahoo.c 


wealth upward than bringing deficits 
downward. 
West Virginia Senator Jay Rockefeller 


said it best: “The House Republican bud- |. 


get plan shows how out of touch they 
are. They want to give trillions in tax 
benefits to wealthy corporations that 
keep profits offshore, while slashing 
basic health care for children, seniors, 
and people with disabilities. This is not 
just foolish — it’s cruel.” 

While the plan has little chance of 
passing the Senate in its current form, the 
danger is that its supporters will use the 
upcoming vote on raising the federal debt 
ceiling to push through something like it. 
If the U.S. fails to raise the ceiling, it 
would default for the first time on its 
obligations, which would send shock- 
waves throughout the global economy. 

The plan’s supporters may be willing 
to block the vote unless the Senate agrees 
to global spending caps, which could 
have the same effect. 

If that happens, it would basically be 
closing time for the middle class. 

We need political leaders who won’t 
cave in to this agenda. There are respon- 
sible ways of dealing with the federal 
debt. This isn’t one of them. 
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When Even the Sky Hurts 


“The writing of a poem is also the act of 
taking a stand against the sadness.” 


When Even the Sky Hurts 
Poetry by Julia Vinograd 


Publisher: Zeitgeist Press, Berkeley 
ISBN: 978-0-929730-92-9 

Price: $ 8.95 
http://ww.zeitgeist-press.com/vinograd.cfm 


Review by Mary Meriam 


y homeless sister once dreamily said that she 
Mi like a wardrobe, a closet full of nice 

clothes. Clothes are a home for our bodies. 
Clothes broadcast to others where we stand in the world. 
If our clothes are clean, comfortable, fashionable, and a 
good fit, we appear to be at home in the world. 

Homelessness assaults a person from so many angles 
— hunger, thirst, cold, heat, danger, despair — that we 
sometimes can’t help dreaming that if we only had the 
right clothes, we could have a home in the world. But 
while trying to hold together body and soul, our clothes 
get dirty, worn out, and torn, making us feel and look 
even more like misfits. 

Jonathan Edwards (1703-1758) was an American 
preacher and philosopher who traveled alone on horse- 
back from parish to parish. He had ideas and insights 
while he was traveling, and devised a method to remem- 
ber his ideas by pinning small pieces of paper to his 
clothing. A contemporary poet, Susan Howe, was 
inspired by this story to write in her book, Souls of the 
Labadie Tract, “Words give clothing to hide our naked- 
ness. I love to imagine this gaunt and solitary traveler 
covered in scraps riding through the woods and fields of 
Massachusetts and Connecticut.” 

Julia Vinograd’s new book of poems, When Even the 
Sky Hurts, begins with “Shirt,” which begins with these 
lines: “I’m wearing a dark cotton shirt / with yellow 
dancing skeletons, kicking high.” Like the layers of 
clothes we put on to keep warm, this image has many 
layers of meaning. The shirt is worn by the speaker of the 
poem, whose words are both literal clothing for the 
speaker and figurative flesh for the skeletons. Skeletons 
emerge from a dark background to dance on a shirt; not 
just any skeletons, but cheerful “yellow” skeletons; and 
not just dancing, but “kicking high,” full of energy. 

Poet Lucia Perillo wrote that “the writing of a poem is 
also the act of taking a stand against the sadness.” 
Vinograd’s poems do more than take a stand; they dance 
away sadness, give us joyful clothing, transform death 
into life. 

In the first few lines of “Letters to Soldiers,” Vinograd 
compares “a new flowered dress” with “a mask of rain 
and blood” to show a heartbreaking contrast between two 
worlds that can no longer communicate: 


Their girlfriends’ letters, lightly perfumed 

with gently looping penmanship 

talk about a bake sale to support the troops 
and describe a new flowered dress she bought 
to match her strawberry shortcake 

and he won’t be such a great hero 

that he forgets all about her, will he? 

Soldiers read these letters, peering thru a mask 
of rain and blood. Flies buzz over knife slashes. 


Gentle, perfumed, flowered, strawberry words in the 
girlfriends’ letters cannot give the soldiers protection 
from war’s wounds and horrors — the soliders are word- 
less and exposed. 

Clothing is transformed into food in these vivid, 
evocative lines from “Big Momma Blues”: 


“Baby, baby,” sings Big Mama Blues, peeling — 

the city’s orange vests off tired construction workers 
like oranges fresh off a tree, peeling off soldiers’ uniforms 
like onion skins over a wound. 


Big Mama’s song brings comfort and relief, by strip- 
ping away the grown-up costumes of work and war, and 
making the workers and soldiers vulnerable, nourished 
babies, swaddled in song. 

In the first two lines of a great poem, Vinograd 
answers the question “Why I Write Poetry”: “Because I 
can’t trust God / to look after the world and my friends.” 
These words express Vinograd’s wellspring of inspira- 
tion and compassion. 

The middle of the poem continues with candor: “God, 
it is a very beautiful world, / but no thank you, it is not 
enough.” The last words of the poem turn again toward 
the reader, with saving grace: “I’m throwing you a rope 
of words. / Hold on.” Here words move beyond poems, 
letters, and songs, to the poet’s naked voice providing a 
lifeline. 

Even a celestial body has lost its clothes: “the moon’s 
cast-off trousers.” (“Mother”). Nakedness is cold, dark, 
impersonal, wordless: “in my own naked body. Night 
cold. Nameless.” (“The Hunt’). 

The following lines from “Street Crazy” describe a 
poignant relationship between the human and avian 
worlds, as if, when there’s no other way to clothe our 
nakedness, we could find a home with birds, or wear the 
clothing of birds: 


Crazy guy pulls swans out of the holes in his pocket. 
They circle his head and fly away. 

He picks up one long feather for his hat band 

if he ever has a hat, but he drops the feather 

a block later staring at a sale sign: 

“everything must go.” He feels himself going. 


So sad, “if he ever has a hat,” and he loses the feather 
he found, and everything is going. This guy isn’t crazy to 
want nice clothes. 

“Scorpion Dance” is reminiscent of the skeletons in 
“Shirt.” Here a spider with a poisonous sting is alive on a 
t-shirt. Trouble is held at bay by the strong muscles of 
heartbeat, song, and loveliness. ~ 


The scorpion climbs over muscles of music, 
bouncing against the banjo player’s t-shirt — 
listening for his heartbeat in a storm of song, 

in his lean body lovely between the claws of time. 


I’d like to recommend Vinograd’s poem, “First Love,” 
in which there’s nothing between the speaker and the 
wind that loves her. In “The Bogeyman’s Love Song,” 
clothes are no defense against the trouble of a seductive 
snake: “my long forked tongue will lick under your 


Berkeley poet Julia Vinograd. 


Vinograd’s poems do more than 
take a stand. They dance away 
sadness, give us joyful clothing, 
transform death into life. 


clothes.” The woman, Jerusalem, tries to heal devastation 
and destruction in “Bridal Gowns and Jerusalem.” 

The most powerful and beautiful clothes are worn by 
this dancer, who makes the whole world new again. Here 
is the complete poem: 


BELLYDANCER IN A COFFEEHOUSE 


Not what I expected. Only her feet were bare 

and her stilled face was naked. 

At her slim waist deep blue strings spun 

over a crimson whirling skirt with yellow satin harem pants 
underneath. Brown lace sleeves shot with gold thread, 
long and wide as trailing wings. 

She started the dance kneeling under a scarf 

and stood up so slowly the music 

had to get under her knees and help. 

Her body carved the air gradually out of her way. 
Long dark hair piled in braids on her head 

carried like a jug of water never spilling. 

Her arms uncoiled but not to the crowd. 

She never smiled. 

The coffeehouse dissolved around her 

it was too young and easy for her ruthless eyes. 

She was an answer to genesis, 

flesh become word. 


Everything in Vinograd’s world has feelings, even 
clothes, even skeletons. Earth is clothed by the sky, and 
even the sky hurts. I’m grateful for Vinograd’s poems. 
Her words are like beautiful, comfortable clothing that 
she has given us to wear, so that we can feel at home in > 
the world. You can find Julia Vinograd on Telegraph or 
at Fourth Street, hawking When Even the Sky Hurts. 


Purchase When Even the Sky Hurts from Zietgeist 
Press in Berkeley from their website at http://ww.zeit- 
geist-press.com/vinograd.cfm 


Pia 


by Judy Andreas 


“Aware of the suffering caused by the 
destruction of life, I undertake to culti- 
vate compassion and learn ways to pro- 
tect the lives of people, animals, plants, 
and minerals. I am determined not to kill, 
not to let others kill, and not to condone 
any act of killing in the world, in my 
thinking, and in my way of life.” 

— Thich Nhat Hanh, Zen Buddhist 
monk, peace activist, scholar, and poet 


Have we lost our reverence for life? It 
often appears that way. And yet, I believe 
that deep within each of us lies a place 
that is too seldom visited; a place where 
hate, anger and self-indulgence are 


Reverence for All Life 


unwelcome; a place where compassion 
dwells. 

The world is filled with anger, hatred 
and injustice. I hear the cries of people as 
they point their fingers at the assumed 
“culprits” and assure themselves that 
their rants are part of the solution. Sadly, 
I suspect that they are entirely missing 
the mark. - 

Ultimately, we are all responsible. Yes, 
all of us! Unless we assume that responsi- 
bility, nothing will change. We are the 
problem and we are the solution. To target 
“the other” is both the depth of uncon- 

sciousness and the height of dishonesty. 
We must take a fearless examination 
of ourselves and our relationship with 


every living creature. How do we treat 
our fellow human beings? How do we 
react to people who appear different? 
How do we respond to people in need ? 

Life is incredibly precious, and 
moment by moment it is slipping away. 
There is not a minute to waste. The time 
is now and it always has been and always 
will be... now. This is the time to put an 
end to the violence. This is the time to be 
truly alive. 

When we are truly alive, everything 
we do or touch is a miracle. When we are 
truly alive, we can appreciate and honor 
the beauty of life. When we are truly 
alive, we will do everything in our power 
to protect life. ALL life. 

Albert Schweitzer said, “If a man 
loses his reverence for any part of life, he 
will lose his reverence for all of life.” 


ONE 


by Judy Andreas 


We scaled the wall of differences 
and found that sacred place 
Where hearts could beat as one, 
and love it knew no race 

Where history was quiet 

and now was all we knew 

and in the depth of union 


It was just me and you 


But life came back with violence 
and crushed an open heart 

And in the storm of discontent 
We knew we had to part 


This life is but a moment’s dream 
and when this dream is done 
We'll wake up to eternal truth 
We were indeed all one 
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Anatomy of a Housing Takeover at Kaiser 


from page I 


credit extensions to wealthy corporations 
like Kaiser Permanente Medical Center 
“that we’re marching on today,” Boden 
said. Corporate landowners let these 
buildings sit vacant for years to get maxi- 
mum tax credits from the federal govern- 
ment and make money keeping buildings 
vacant. “And, we got an increase in mili- 
tary spending’,” he added. 

Boden urged today’s resisters to join 
allies in cities nationwide to take a stand, 
“and have a good time doing it.” 

Then, like any band of partisan 
resisters, they sped off billowing libera- 
tion banners — a swift, small army com- 
mandeering San Francisco streets. 

The march rapidly moved out of the 
Haight’s “Summer-of-Love” area, which in 
a harsher societal climate, has turned into 
“Get-These-Punks Out-Of-My-Upper-Crust 
Neighborhood,” and proceeded north along 
the Divisadero corridor. 

Poet Dee Allen’s strong voice 
cadenced, “Homelessness Is Not A 
Crime! Corporations are filled with 
Crime.” Organizer Jeremy Miller pointed 
a J’accuse finger at wasted, unoccupied 
buildings near the shut-down gas station 
on the Fell Street corner. 

As the march neared the long-vacant 
Kaiser Permanente building on the corner 
of Divisadero and O’Farrell, I informed 
interested neighbors and business people 
that this was an occupation-in-reverse 
against a nonworking system. Believing 
that housing is a human right, not a free- 
market commodity that a few hoard for 
profit, resisters enter the vacant building, 
occupy the premises and symbolically 
return it to people who need it. 

At McAllister Street, I passed three pre- 
teens. One girl smiled and asked about the 
marchers: “Who are those people?” 

I replied that they are saying the empty 
buildings around here could house all the 
homeless people. 

“It’s not right to have homeless peo- 
ple,” she mused. “They should have hous- 
es. I’m going to the store for my mom. I 
wish I could march, too.” 

“Next time, you can,” I said. 

“Okay,” she smiled. “I will!” 


PIGEON PALACE 


I was the last person in the building. I 
squeaked inside just as an officer 
slammed shut and locked the yellow door 
behind me into blackness. It was a rush. A 
kind hand guided me carefully up a flight 
of stairs through dark rooms faintly lit at 
bay windows opening out to the street. 
Inside, silhouettes wandered happily 
about greeting one another in excited 
camaraderie. Doing a takeover was fun. 

Matt Crain met us in the foyer. “If you 
go straight down here,” he said, “you’ll 
see light on your right-hand side, and that 
light leads to the main lobby which has a 
stairwell going upstairs.” 

“Tt’s huge!” someone exclaimed. It was 
large, but not as large as the 40-unit Leslie 
Hotel occupied by housing activists on 
October 10, 2010. Floor plans showed 
ground-floor commercial space containing 
a beauty shop and grocery store. About 20 
residential units of studios and one-bed- 
room apartments housed families on the 
higher floors. A man I later met in the 
Walgreens on the corner said he recalled 
the eviction years before. 

“This is a cozy little place,” he said. 
“Quite cozy.” 

“There are dozens of pigeons living in 
here!” I replied 

“Did you evict the pigeons?” 

“The squatters did.” 

‘Did you eat all the pigeons?” 

The building takeover at 1409 
Divisidero was an “open occupation.” 
Open occupiers conduct public tours 


exposing to neighbors and visitors a 
building sitting open, unused and wasted. 

The occupiers are compadres with 
shared values and objectives who mind- 
meld their takeover plans via sponta- 
neously coalescing and dissolving, form- 
ing decentralized coalitions with names 
like “Stop the Cuts Bay Area,” “Creative 
Housing Liberation,” “Homes Not Jails,” 
and “Food Not Bombs.” 

Though each occupation is unique, the 
1989 video, “Takeover,” which docu- 
mented the occupation of vacant HUD 
buildings by homeless people across the 
nation, provides a template. 

On Demo Day, participants meet to 
make banners and posters for the march 
and site windows. Three huge signs cas- 
caded down the 1409 Divisadero facade: 
From the roof, a sign declared, “Hella 
Occupied.” From a top floor, another sign 
said: “Kaiser Thrives, People Die.” And 
farther down, “Homes Not Jails.” 

Prior to open occupations, advance 
notice is provided to participants and 
media. This time, occupiers announced the 
gathering place and time (but not the loca- 
tion of the occupation) by press release, on 
Facebook, and in Street Sheet. This 
explains the black-and-white patrol cars 
waiting in the park. Occupiers often divert 
the police to a central location where 
marchers, escorted by police cars, follow 
organizers to the pre-occupied squat. 

The group’s researchers check public 
records, scout available locations, and 
find their way into a building. Once in, 
they check its safety meticulously, identi- 
fying broken stairs, boards with nails, 
wiring, electricity, water. The public can- 
not be brought into an unsafe building. 

They note the building’s security, 
locating entrances, exits, windows, escape 
routes. Can sections or rooms be barricad- 
ed to protect from police, security, and 
landlords entering to evict? 

The idea is to occupy the vacant build- 
ing while the rally diverts police, and to 
draw out the stay for media attention. 
Lydia Blumberg, a participant in past 
takeovers, noted the march was timed to 
reach the location after the close of busi- 
ness at 5:00 to 6:00 p.m., when it’s harder 
for police to reach the landlord who has 
gone home. Often the site is held well into 
the following day before police can secure 
the landlord’s eviction notice. 

At the empty Kaiser building, occupiers 
gained access early on Monday, April 11. 
Police didn’t issue citations until Tuesday, 
April 12 at 11:43 a.m. Total occupation 
time: 33 hours. Housing takeovers are a 
form of direct action in which participants 
are willing to be arrested for civil disobedi- 
ence. In San Francisco, however, the sheer 
number of misdemeanor trespass cases 
costs taxpayers too much to litigate, so 
most charges are dropped. 

Bob Offer-Westort, staff member of 
the Coalition on Homelessness, laid “mad 
kudos” on the partisans who, in a one- 
year period from April 2010 to 2011, 
achieved four rapid-fire occupations. 
“These takeovers have been pretty inge- 
nious,” he said. 

A year ago, on April 4, 2010, occupiers 
captured Jose Morales’ former home at 
572 San Jose Avenue in the Mission 
District, a house that had been standing 
empty for two years while people slept on 
the streets. Morales, an elder, spent 14 
years fighting an Ellis Act eviction from 
his home of 43 years because his landlord 
wanted to raise rents to market rates by 
“escaping” the rental business. 

The next occupation, with much media 
publicity, occurred on July 20, 2010, 
when activists occupied the Sierra Hotel 
at 20th and Mission in protest of govern- 
ment cuts of social services that created 
increased homelessness. 

On October 10, 2010, the Leslie Hotel 


let buildings sit empty in areas where homelessness is on the rise. 


takeover at 587 Eddy Street in the 
Tenderloin highlighted World Homeless 
Day and the Sit/Lie law’s criminalization 
of homelessness. 


‘KAISER THRIVES, PEOPLE DIE’ 


Finally, at the fourth occupation on 
April 11, 2011, resisters took over a 
vacant Kaiser Permanente building, and 
marked this predator medical corporation 
with a banner reading, “Kaiser Thrives, 
People Die.” 

Scott, the videographer, guided me up 
a staircase through a bright door to the 
roof’s view of the blue sky. The view 
impressed Berkeley occupier Crusty 
Shackleford. “In an hour and a half,’ he 
said, “the sun will set. It’s going to get all 
pink, and the reflection is going to get on 
the buildings.” 

Another occupier, Linda, was a runaway 
from family abuse in Los Angeles, and took 
part as an underage girl in squats during 
San Francisco’s early punk scene, where 
she suffered “horrible things to survive.” 
Since she nearly died homeless, she said 
she wanted to support the occupation. Now 
45, after living 20 years in London where 
squatting is legal, she does permaculture 
and tends horses and chickens with her 
partner on a Redwood Valley ranch. 

We four stood at the pinnacle of the 
Kaiser Permanente corporate behemoth 
on the rooftop of an empty building from 
which someone, probably homeless, was 
evicted while drying out. In a dusty bed- 
room drawer, Scott had found the 12-step 
book, Getting Sober. : 

But, evicting people and leaving build- 
ings empty were not the only ways Kaiser 
hurts people. Early on, Edgar Kaiser 
designed this gargantuan medical corpora- 
tion to profit off human health. 

On a Feb. 17, 1971, Nixon tape, 
Watergate conspirator John Erlichman told 
Nixon, “Edgar is running this [Health 
Maintenance Organization] for profit. He 
can do it [because] the incentives are for 
less medical care, because the less care they 


by Buford Buntin 


young man sits in a seat on the 
At subway platform surround- 

ed by Municipal Railway fare- 
checkers, eight or ten of them, I’d say. 
One interrogates him. I’m not aware of 
what he’s done, except not have his fare, 
perhaps. His hair is a little out of place, I 
guess, he looks a little disheveled, and 
maybe a bit afraid, as I can imagine. 

Not wanting to be harassed by the pseu- 
do cops, I move on, but look back in 
extreme curiosity and concern for the man. 
Nothing changes as far as I can tell, except 
for one fare-checker looking a little men- 
acingly my way. I get on my train. 

Are the fare-checkers an unnecessary 
money drain on the city’s budget which 
former Mayor Willie Brown would find 
superfluous, given that at the end of his 
second term, he thought Muni should be 
free? Are they cause for more trouble than 


One More Way to Harass the Poor 
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give ‘em, the more money they make.” 

“T like it,” Nixon answered, and on 
Feb. 18, 1971, he gave a speech proposing 
HMOs as “a new National Health 
Strategy” to the American people. 


SHELTER THE PARTISAN RESISTER 


We descended to the street. 
Surrounded by cops, media trucks and 
people, a large crowd chanted, and lis- 
tened to poetry and music. 

To much enthusiastic clapping, Dee 
Allen performed his poem, “Shelter.” 


Master lock on steel chains 
Boards on windows & doors 
An old building interior’s bare 
Down to the stairs & floors 


Emptier than a tomb 

While a sickened man sleeps outside 
The cold, hard sidewalk against his back 
His last abide 


The Homeless People, a washboard 
accordion band, delivered a haunting 
arrangement of Leonard Cohen’s song, 
“The Partisan.” The slow cadence and 


washboard thumping echoed plodding 
hooves as the partisan guerrilla was hunt- 
ed toward death, chased by the powerful 


enemies he resisted. 


“An old woman gave us shelter, 
kept us hidden in the garret, 
then the soldiers came; 

she died without a whisper. 


“Oh, the wind, the wind is blowing, 
through the graves the wind is blowing, 
freedom soon will come; 
then we’ll come from the shadows.” 


When people’s health and well-being 
are based on a home, and a building is 
useable, a health care corporation leaving 
it empty is a savagely hypocritical act. 

In a final statement, Jeremy Miller told 
demonstrators, occupiers, and passersby, 
“The fact that anyone should be forced to 
remain without shelter is criminal, is 
wrong, and is a situation that we will 
resolve if the powers that be refuse to.” 


help, an arm of the fascist sit-lie mentality 
the city’s yuppified are heralding? 

I’ve seen another man who spends, I 
think, much of his day, especially now, 
inside Muni out of the rain, laughing 
with the police downstairs in the dry 
Muni underground. Is he lucky, or has he 
just, considering his age and probable 
maturity, learned how not to be con- 
frontational with the long arms of the 
fare-checkers and the police? 

All of this, in my mind, is completely 
unnecessary. As long as people on and 
underneath the streets of San Francisco 
do not bother other users of the streets 
and the Muni and Bart systems, leave 
them alone. And find some other way to 
collect for the money-strapped city. 

In the City’s eyes, the poor and the 
homeless are a drain. Boost their lives 
and they won’t be. And, obviously, fare- 
checkers aren’t helping the situation. 
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ing homeless services. A number of 
homeless service providers in Berkeley 
are facing significant budget cuts, though 
some may get increased funding. Even 
though the street youth were legally 
allowed to speak on the issues by the 
State’s Brown Act, the mayor made it 
clear he wanted only comments from 
those speaking for the nonprofit agencies, 
and the youth left feeling frustrated and 
lied to by the mayor. 

Efforts to pass a law banning sitting in 
Berkeley have been unsuccessful in the 
past, although one might believe the 
media’s mistaken coverage that it had 
been passed as part of the mayor’s earlier 
Public Commons for Everyone Initiative. 
A sitting ban was indeed proposed as part 
of that initiative, but it was dropped after 
a number of street youth went to the City 
Council with protest signs and advocates 
met with council members. 

As Mayor Tom Bates noted, no anti- 
sitting ordinance has yet been formally 
proposed, but the word is that in July such 
a law will be on the agenda following the 
conclusion of the budget process. 

I have been involved in grassroots 
campaigns against anti-sitting laws since 
1994, having experienced homelessness 
as a youth myself in Berkeley and else- 
where and having lived most of my adult 
life in poverty. 

Although there is already a strong 
coalition of advocates, attorneys and 
homeless service providers who have 
joined together to fight this proposed ordi- 
nance, I was concerned that there needed 
to be an action coming from the homeless 
people who actually sit on the streets, So I 
did direct outreach to folks on the street to 
get this action to take place. 

Many of those who sit on the street are 
homeless youth, but it is not limited to 
them. I work as a community organizer for 
Building Opportunities for Self Sufficiency 
(BOSS) where a big part of my job is doing 
homeless outreach on the streets. Other 
members of the BOSS Community 
Organizing Team worked with me in reach- 
ing out to homeless people on the streets 
and in People’s Park for this action. 

The protest received favorable cover- 
age in the Daily Cal, the normally conser- 
vative UC student paper, which came out 
on the day of the protest with an editorial 
against the sidewalk sitting law. It also 


received good coverage from the online 
Berkeley Daily Planet whose editor, 
Becky O’Malley, along with myself and 
many others, was quite involved in the 
fight in 1994 to 1996 against Measure O, 
the first attempt to pass a law criminaliz- 
ing sitting on the sidewalk in Berkeley. 

In 1998 and again in 2009, there were 
additional serious pushes to pass such a 
law in Berkeley, and activists were suc- 
cessful in stopping both efforts. 

In organizing the sidewalk sitdowns and 
the march to Berkeley City Hall on April 
26, the core group of activists who worked 
on the 42nd People’s Park anniversary held 
on Sunday, April 24, provided very strong 
and important support. We were able to use 
the Park anniversary as a platform to pro- 
mote the protest two days later, on 
Tuesday, April 26. 

The UC students in the Suitcase Clinic 
played an important role in mobilizing 
people for the successful protest on April 
26. The staff of Youth Spirit Artworks 
and the YEAH homeless youth shelter 
who work directly with the homeless 
youth, have been strong voices against the 
proposed anti-sitting law. The youth 
themselves at their programs have been 
talking up and talking to each other about 
the need to support the demonstrations 
against this proposal. 

The Neighborhood Justice Center of 
the East Bay Community Law Center, 
headed up by Osha Neumann, works to 
legally fight the citations the homeless get 
for being on the streets and sleeping out- 
side. They have also been an important 
voice in fighting this anti-sitting ordi- 
nance. Food Not Bombs, as always, has 
been quite supportive by bringing food 
and their visible presence to the actions. 

I have had several conversations with 
Telegraph and Shattuck merchants who 
support the sitting ban. I have told them that 
their concerns about problematic street 
behavior are better dealt with by active 
engagement of the youth. In working with 
the youth to counter the merchants’ pro- 
posed ban, I have seen how involving the 
youth in community organizing has given 
the youth a positive focus. 

The way they took so well to making 
signs, along with their eloquence and cre- 
ativity, have shown me, as well as the staff 
at YEAH and Youth Spirit Artworks, how 
much they can be engaged in this positive 
community effort and in revitalizing a cre- 
ative edge to Telegraph Avenue and 


Street youth and their supporters held a sit-down protest on downtown Berkeley sidewalks, and made signs saying, “Stop Criminalizing Poverty.” 


A key message of the protest: “Stand up for the right to sit down.” 


Berkeley as a whole..Many of the youth are 
artistically and musically talented. This is 
what we need to cultivate, rather than 
engaging in negative public relations cam- 
paigns about how dangerous and bad for 
business the young people are. 

At present, business on Telegraph 
Avenue is doing relatively well, in com- 
parison to other shopping areas like 4th 
Street where homelessness is less visible. 
The key to economic revitalization to 
Telegraph Avenue is to embrace the cre- 
ative spirit of the youth who are, after all, 
the biggest consumers there. 

On Shattuck Avenue, there is a cam- 
paign to clamp down on Berkeley High 
students. Several of them who stood in 
Opposition to an earlier clampdown 
attempt by the Berkeley police and City 
Council, now have taken a stand against 
this most recent anti-sitting ordinance. 

Why in Berkeley, of all places, are so 
many of our older folks (even some of the 
older homeless folks) so down on the 
youth? They are the future, so we would 
do best to mentor what is best in them 
rather than seek to punish them for what 
we fear in them. 

As Street Spirit is a paper with a spiri- 
tually progressive Christian perspective, I 
would remind folks that Jesus Christ did 
say, “Let he who is without sin cast the 
first stone,” in defense of a certain woman 
probably not much different than our 
wayward youth. He also said our entire 
society would be judged by whether we 
fed and sheltered and clothed the home- 
less poor, or whether we persecuted them. 

At this point, it looks like the Berkeley 
City Council is evenly divided, so please 
contact them. Contacts can be found by 
going to the Berkeley City website or 
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looking in the White Pages. This cam- 
paign obviously is just starting, so feel 
free to e-mail me on how to get involved 
at adversary359 @yahoo.com. 


The Hungriest People 
Song by Carol Denney 


the hungriest people in this town 
aren’t starving in the street 

they sit in fancy restaurants 

and worry what to eat 

the poorest people in this town 
without a single doubt 

conspire at boardroom tables 
how to drive poor people out 


Chorus: 

and they rarely ask you for a dime 
just your dignity, your rights perhaps 
to serve a little time 

and the little that you’ve saved 

and all the little that you own 

and to never ever call this town 
your home 


the loneliest most pitiful 

don’t sleep under the skies 

they walk past their own brothers 
quickly with averted eyes 

the saddest people in this town 
don’t ask you for a dime 

they want your rights and dignity 
and make poverty a crime 


the coldest people in this town 
aren’t standing in the rain 
they sit in influential seats 

of power greed and gain 
concerned about the tax base 
and their property and lawns 
clutching fear that grows 
with every day that dawns 


